
7 The articulation of dissidence

In a time of universal deceit, telling the truth is a revolutionary act.
Attributed to George Orwell

Challenges to communist power

The late Stalin era made the Soviet Union into the military and technological
superpower for which industrialisation and the victory in the Second World
War had laid the foundations. While the territorial expansion of the Soviet
Union into eastern Europe, the success of communist movements world-
wide from China in 1949 to Vietnam and Cuba in the 1950s, and military
and technological successes such as the H-bomb and the launch of Sputnik
in 1957 testified to growing strength, communist power was challenged by
an impressive return to diversity, especially in eastern Europe.1 This chapter
argues that despite the failure to overcome communist power, the revolu-
tionary events in Hungary in 1956, in Czechoslovakia in 1968, and in Poland
in 1980 produced authority vacuums that entailed new symbolisations as
markers of certainty, which became the spiritual foundations of democracy.

Explanations of communism’s collapse that are sensitive to the past
have argued that all regimes that ended peacefully were fully integrated
into the Soviet bloc.2 Due to the centralised control of domestic militaries
by the Soviet centre, Gorbachev’s policy of non-intervention at the end of
the 1980s prevented power incumbents from using military force in
defence of their power. By contrast, all the countries that experienced
violence during the collapse of communist party hegemony were either
completely outside the bloc (Albania), associated with it but not a full
member (Yugoslavia), or a member in ‘poor standing’ (Romania). The
latter, for example, refused to participate in many Warsaw Pact exercises

1 Joseph Rothschild, Return to Diversity: A Political History of East Central Europe Since World
War II, 2nd edn (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993).

2 Valerie Bunce, Subversive Institutions: The Design and the Destruction of Socialism and the
State (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 70–1 and 134.
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and had no Soviet troops stationed within its borders. While these argu-
ments are consistent with a perspective on communist rule as being
centred on Soviet domination over its satellites, an experiential perspec-
tive needs to challenge not only the idea that the cornerstone of
communist power was military force but also the very idea of a bloc. At
a relatively early stage, the Soviet Union had lost much of its capacity to
control the domestic affairs of its allies by power alliances, authority,
or informal channels mastered by Stalin.3 With the control options of
the Soviet Union reduced to economic pressure, political disapproval,
and isolation, communist power from 1956 at the latest could be main-
tained only by preventing its east European satellites from drifting away
to the ‘imperialist’ camp. Despite the real differences between, say,
Czechoslovakia after 1969, Ceauşescu’s Romania or Kádár’s Hungary,
it is therefore possible to talk about a continuing legitimation crisis of
communist power.4 This legitimation crisis was not an objective force
due to the progress of which communism was doomed to fail, and
democracy of a Western type was bound to impose itself. Rather, it
indicated that the ideology and practices that sustained communist
power in the first place would generate the sources of anti-totalitarian
revolt. If, according to Hannah Arendt, fear, loneliness, and despair make
modern tyranny possible in the shape of a totalitarian system, then this
fear, loneliness, and despair bear the seeds of the self-destruction of the
totalitarian system.5 No ideological universalism can annihilate man’s
capacity for new beginnings and political freedom that is generated by
the human need for autonomy, community, and self-assertion.

Despite this inherent weakness of communism, its collapse was not an
inevitable consequence of subversive institutions. Rather, traumatic
experiences of revolution and defeat were important forces from ‘below’
that transformed meanings and consciousness among the citizenry in
some parts of the ‘Soviet bloc’. Rather than being simply ‘symbolic’ in
the popular understanding of inefficient, these challenges to communist
power were quests for meaning, where freedom was not an imported good
or an idea of values and institutions but was generated at these conjunc-
tures. Dissidence was not a specific type of political subjectivity that could
be learnt in textbooks or developed in the enlightened minds of isolated

3 Zbigniew Brzezinski, The Soviet Bloc: Unity and Conflict (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1967).

4 Leslie Holmes, The End of Communist Power: Anti-Corruption Campaigns and Legitimation
Crisis (Cambridge and Oxford: Polity Press, 1993), 22–3.

5 Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism (London: George Allen, 1951), 478.
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individuals. Rather, it emerged as an existential response to dramatic
social experiences often involving violence, humiliation, and despair.
The primary goal was not to topple communist power but to disclose its
artificiality and falseness, a process that started with de-Stalinisation.
Such experiences were radically political, as they were lived as concrete
experiences of solidarity and community.

De-Stalinisation

The beginning of de-Stalinisation is commonly associated with
Khrushchev’s speech ‘On the Cult of Personality and Its Consequences’
at a closed session of the Twentieth Party Congress of the Communist
Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) on 25 February 1956. The need to
formalise such a criticism in an initially closed speech, however, may
have been a function of the ongoing power struggle between Mikoyan,
Malenkov, and Khrushchev for ascendancy. The death of Joseph Stalin
on 5 March 1953 had provoked a deeply emotional reaction of grief and
despair not only in the Soviet Union but also in many parts of eastern
Europe. This sudden loss of an absolute authority that had dominated the
destinies of more than one generation of Russian people filled Stalin’s
successors with fear and indecision.6 During the ‘silent de-Stalinisation’
that followed, revisions of Stalin’s repressive politics were carried out in a
secretive and ad hoc fashion.7 This silent de-Stalinisation essentially shat-
tered the Soviet claim to total power, bringing about the self-deconstruction
of the fundamental principle of Stalinist rule.

Moreover, the dramatic intensity of de-Stalinisation must be seen
against a largely de-dramatised setting on the eve of Stalin’s death,
when Soviet society was characterised by a pervasive atmosphere of
immobility.8 Stalin’s attempt to streamline society was faced with an
unwelcome but increasing emotional detachment of the people from
the country’s supreme political purpose and, simultaneously, the growing
rigidity of caste stratification in Soviet society. With the disappearance of
the age cohorts that had a personal recollection of pre-revolutionary
times, a spiritual breach between the rulers and the ruled opened up.
Criticism of Stalin’s methods and fundamental opposition to his rule had

6 Michael Urban et al., The Rebirth of Politics in Russia (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1997), 32.

7 See Kathleen E. Smith, Remembering Stalin’s Victims: Popular Memory and the End of the
USSR (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1996), 23.

8 George F. Kennan, Sketches from a Life (New York: Pantheon Books, 1989), 153–6.
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preceded his death, as the first de-Stalinisation in the Second World War
or the resistance movements in the Baltic countries indicate. The anti-
Semitic campaign in the ‘Doctors’ Plot’ of the late Stalin era was another
turning point, a first stage in the regime’s progressive and ultimately fatal
loss of legitimacy in the eyes of the educated elite.9 Stalin’s death made
the ruling class aware that it was no longer able to claim even to itself that
the end justifies the means.10 As Stalin’s successors dispensed with
Stalin’s methods, the ruling class was not able to preserve the dogmatic
character of communism.11 The reluctant abandonment of the ideology
and dogma crucial for the consolidation of communism would yield to a
stronger power: fear of the effect public opinion in the world would have
on its absolute power.

Khrushchev’s critique of the Stalin cult occurred in the context of a
major structural transformation that had been going on since Stalin’s
death and reflected tendencies in society that had started much earlier.
The short three months of Lavrenti Beria’s rise to power between March
and July 1953 indicated a clear shift towards a more pragmatic approach
to politics. The Baltic countries were given serious prospects of national
autonomy.12 Moreover, Beria initiated the wave of liberations from gulag
camps and installed Imre Nagy as first party secretary in Hungary. Most
importantly, the workers’ protests on 17 June 1953 in the German
Democratic Republic were directly linked to Stalin’s death and to
Beria’s short-term liberalisation policies. The production of consumer
goods was stepped up, leading to a situation where their growth out-
stripped the growth of industrial production. In early 1953, the commu-
nist regime in East Germany appeared to be further weakened by a steady
flight of citizens into West Germany and by growing food shortages.13 As
the new Soviet leadership was not willing to continue the extraordinary
economic and financial support for the East German regime, the polit-
buro of the Socialist United Party (SED) implemented a new line by
imposing a general increase of 10 per cent in all work quotas and threat-
ening wage reductions.14 Although the ensuing mass demonstrations of

9 Sheila Fitzpatrick, ‘I Sailed away with a Mighty Push, Never to Return’, London Review
of Books, 27, 6 (17 March 2005), 6.

10 Nikita S. Khrushchev, Khrushchev Remembers, trans. and ed. Strobe Talbot (New York:
Bantam, 1970), 372.

11 Seweryn Bialer, Stalin’s Successors (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982).
12 Leonard Schapiro, The Origin of the Communist Autocracy (London: G. Bell and Sons,

1955), 247.
13 In the first half of 1953 alone an estimated 225,000 people left the GDR.
14 Arnulf Baring, Uprising in East Germany: June 17, 1953, trans. from the German by

Gerald Onn (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1972).
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17 June 1953 involved up to 300,000 people, they failed to entail a
popular uprising, as the centres were industrial work units and rarely
involved the wider population. The utterly spontaneous wave of demon-
strations lacked any strategic or practical objectives and had ebbed away
before Soviet troops intervened.

While these attempts at liberalisation were soon overshadowed by the
power struggle in the Kremlin, the second experience of de-Stalinisation
after 1956 brought about real spaces of freedom. Under Khrushchev’s
rule, social unrest considerably increased, and the authorities had to
repress eleven uprisings of more than 300 people.15 De-Stalinisation
revived the category ‘democracy’ in Soviet society.16 One central aspect
of Gorbachev’s rise to power in 1985 is that he and his major allies such as
Ligachev and Yakovlev were part of the generation of the 1960s (shesti-
desiatki), whose perceptions of social and political reality were largely
shaped in the aftermath of 1956. This group of leaders not only joined
the party after the Second World War and had become professional
politicians during the Khrushchev era. They had also experienced sig-
nificant personal mobility and, in the case of Yakovlev, exchange pro-
grammes with the United States. Arguably, the letter of the Soviet
dissident movement to the Soviet leaders on 19 March 1970 prefigured
the intellectual thrust of Gorbachev’s perestroika and his discourse on
democratisation.17 Much of its specific vocabulary – such as ‘stagnation’,
the urgent need to accelerate ‘scientific and technical progress’, or ‘demo-
cratisation’ that should strengthen and maintain the leading role of the
party, through the introduction of ‘multi-candidate elections’ and ‘meas-
ures directed toward increasing public discussion in the work of govern-
ing bodies’ – would become a prominent part of the regime’s reform
discourse in the perestroika period. In parts of eastern Europe, this process
of detachment from and suspicion of communism was reinforced by
aspirations to national independence.

Varieties of revolution

Apart from the ‘great events’ that marked deep notches in the history of
humanity in the twentieth century, other, ‘second-class’ revolutions are

15 Vladimir A. Kozlov et al., Massovye besporiadki v SSSR pri Khrushcheve i Brezhneve
(1953–nachalo 1980-x gg.) (Novosibirsk: Siobirskii Khronograf. 1999).

16 Urban et al., The Rebirth of Politics in Russia, 36.
17 See the text in Richard Sakwa, ed., The Rise and Fall of the Soviet Union 1917–1991

(London and New York: Routledge, 1999), 374–9; for an analysis, see Urban et al., The
Rebirth of Politics in Russia, 60–4.
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crucial for the evolution of individual nations.18 The revolutions in
Hungary in 1956, in Czechoslovakia in 1968, or in Poland in 1980 have
been perceived mostly as failed revolts by the populace against the all-
mighty Soviet military machine.19 They varied considerably as regards
the scope of collective action, the reform objectives, the geopolitical
setting, and the responses of power incumbents. As they did not enforce
substantial discontinuities in power structures – despite prompting some
modifications of the ideological and practical course of communist
regimes – they are classified as either preludes or aftermaths of a partic-
ular subphase of communist political evolution. In the aftermath of the
thaw period, the Soviet Union entered the period of stagnation, Hungary
after 1956 developed Kadarism, Czechoslovakia after 1968 took on the
path of repressive normalisation, and martial law in Poland in late 1981
entailed a precarious rebalancing of the status quo.

The Hungarian revolution was often described as a genuine attempt to
discontinue Soviet-type rule and to replace it with a national government
based on workers’ councils. In Czechoslovakia, the impetus for change
came from within the regime, essentially propelled by ideological disillu-
sionment with Stalinism and aiming at ‘socialism with a human face’. In
the aftermath of the Hungarian revolution in 1956, a short period of mass
terror was followed by an extended search for compromise. In post-1968
Czechoslovakia, a short-term search for compromise was followed by a
long-term repressive policy in the normalisation regime. Repression in
Czechoslovakia continued because of the absence of broad societal resist-
ance, of centres of independent political activity, and of significant pop-
ular mobilisation. Such tendencies prevailed in Hungary and Poland
where the cleavage between state and society was much stronger.

The deep impact of Stalinist repression in Hungary bore the seeds of
challenges to communist power. The reburial in summer 1956 of László
Rajk, a rehabilitated victim of a 1949 show trial, proved to be a dress
rehearsal for solidarity from below as it brought thousands of people
together in a symbolic manifestation against Stalinist rule.20 From the
beginning to the end of the Hungarian revolution of 1956, the demands of
the various revolutionary committees and workers’ councils for national
independence and democratic freedom were not couched in terms of

18 Milan Kundera, Ignorance: A Novel, trans. Linda Asher (New York: Harper Perennial,
2002), 11–12. Kundera also mentions 1948 as the moment when Yugoslav citizens rose
up against Stalin.

19 Grzegorz Ekiert, The State Against Society: Political Crises and Their Aftermath in East
Central Europe (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996), 207.

20 George Schöpflin, Politics in Eastern Europe 1945–1992 (Oxford and Cambridge:
Blackwell, 1993), 125–6.

The articulation of dissidence 167

Cambridge Books Online © Cambridge University Press, 2009D7B C 8 C7 3 3 34 7 3D :DD C  53 4B 97 B9 5 B7 D7B C :DD C  B9  ,1  
. 3 7 8B :DD C  53 4B 97 B9 5 B7 3 4B 97 2 7BC D /3 0 3D C 4 75D D D:7 3 4B 97 B7

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511491184.007
https://www.cambridge.org/core


claims for material welfare or of philosophic justifications, as in Kossuth’s
declaration of independence of 1849, but placed spiritual values over
economic and social aspects.21 The cleansing of public places of symbols
of power such as the red star, Stalin statues, and Soviet war memorials
signified spiritual liberation.22

Although a specifically Hungarian event, October 1956 was ignited by
the ‘spark’ provided by the Polish October.23 The triumphant speech of
Władysław Gomułka, the reinstated first secretary of the Polish communist
party, before an enthusiastic Polish public on 20 October 1956 was
published in full in a Hungarian newspaper three days later. This very
day the first student demonstration in Hungary assembled up to 10,000
demonstrators and took over the streets of Budapest in a few hours.24 The
slogans chanted in front of the statue of the Polish general Józef Bem – the
hero of the Hungarian revolution of 1848–9 – included ‘Independence
based on freedom and equality!’, ‘Poland shows us the way; let’s follow
the Hungarian way!’, and ‘Long live the Polish nation!’25 Starting from
23 October, there was a virtual explosion in public debate, exchanges of
points of view that took the form of resolutions, manifestos, handbills,
and brief tracts. Broadcasting at very short intervals, the Hungarian
revolutionaries indulged themselves in the sheer pleasure of speech.26

The Yugoslav press and diplomatic corps had an extraordinary influence
in disseminating the news of the events of October 1956 in Poland and in
Hungary to all satellite states, in a perspective radically different from the
official Soviet accounts. One important impulse for Yugoslavia’s role in
informing Poles about Hungarian events and vice versa was the animosity
against Mátyás Rákosi, who had conducted the 1948 anti-Titoist cam-
paign more zealously than other communist leaders.27

The sudden success of previously cautious opposition intellectuals
without any purposeful strategic vision in Hungary in 1956 would have
been impossible without the previous moral collapse of authority.28 In a

21 Ferenc Vali, Rift and Revolt in Hungary: Nationalism Versus Communism (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 1961), 332–5.

22 György Litvan, ed., The Hungarian Revolution of 1956 (New York: Longman, 1996), 66.
23 Johanna Granville, ‘Satellites or Prime Movers? Polish and Hungarian Reactions to the

1956 Events: New Archival Evidence’, East European Quarterly, 35, 4 (2002), 443.
24 George Gömöri, ‘From the Diary of an Eye-Witness: Notes on the Hungarian

Revolution’, in Leopold Tyrmand, ed., Kultura Essays (New York: Free Press, 1970),
137–50.

25 Granville, ‘Satellites or Prime Movers?’, 449.
26 See Ekiert, The State Against Society, 59.
27 Granville, ‘Satellites or Prime Movers?’, 444.
28 György Konrád, Antipolitics: An Essay, trans. from the Hungarian by Richard E. Allen

(San Diego/New York/London: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1984), 70.
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state of deep confusion and lacking orders from the government author-
ities, Hungarian coercive forces were reluctant to act decisively against
the popular demonstrations during the first days of the revolution. The
political leadership did not intervene between 23 and 28 October nor did
the well-equipped Hungarian army implement the martial law decree that
the government eventually proclaimed. The virtual collapse of the com-
munist party gave rise to rapid establishment of new institutions such as
independent workers’ councils, revolutionary committees, and political
parties.29

The Soviet intervention crushed this movement of national independ-
ence, prompting more than 200,000 Hungarians to flee the country.
During and immediately after the revolution, tens of thousands were
imprisoned and more than 2,000 people were executed. Leaving
Hungarian society initially powerless, the restoration under Janoś Kádár
soon opened up spaces of economic freedom and also a partial decon-
struction of the political symbolism of communism.30 In 1962, the reha-
bilitation of the victims of show trials in the early 1950s was followed by a
general amnesty for political prisoners jailed after 1956. In the same year,
Janoś Kádár struck a blow at the search for enemies as an institutionalised
pattern of fear when he declared, ‘Whoever is not against us is with us.’ In
April 1963, the political committee of the party abolished the exclusion of
class aliens from university entrance. Hungarian society responded to this
repressive paternalism with different strategies. While some withdrew
into indifference and apathy, others became massively involved in the
second economy. Thus, the socialisation from below of mass organisa-
tions and state agencies partly preserved intellectual traditions and inde-
pendent life-styles.31 This interaction between the state and society could
be seen as ‘the silent revolution from below’, in which initially scattered
social groups forced concessions from their bureaucratic rulers and
prompted others to argue about ‘the advantage of being atomised’.32

A movement based on spontaneous and quickly accelerating rhythms of
mass demonstrations is more vulnerable to being destroyed than slowly
built up networks of political resistance. Whereas the Hungarian revolution

29 Whereas on the eve of the revolution the Hungarian Workers’ Party had 811,135
members and 42,406 candidates for membership, in the course of autumn 1956 the
membership dramatically dropped to 37,818 in December 1956, before rising to around
500,000 by January 1962; see Ekiert, The State Against Society, 50 and 85.

30 Ivan T. Berend, The Hungarian Economic Reforms 1953–1988 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1988), 134–6.

31 Elemer Hankiss, ‘Demobilization, Self-Mobilization and Quasi-Mobilization 1948–1987’,
East European Politics and Societies, 3, 1 (1989), 122–31.

32 Quoted in Ekiert, The State Against Society, 104.
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occurred in a short fourteen-day explosion, the Prague spring in 1968
lasted several months. Initially, the Czechoslovak reform process was
largely confined to the official institutions of the party-state and kept these
institutional structures relatively intact. As no serious independent organ-
isational bases emerged within society to challenge the authority of the
party-state, the political stability of the regime never seemed to be seriously
threatened during the whole period of the Czechoslovak reform move-
ment.33 While the Czech party-state survived the intra-elite conflict almost
intact, in Hungary in 1956 the communist party was literally crushed and
paralysed.

Unlike the Hungarian revolution in 1956 and the Polish revolution in
1980, which had national solidarity and spiritual revival at their centre,
the Prague spring is usually not considered as a ‘revolution’, although its
comprehensive social dimension would suggest such a description to be
appropriate.34 Objectively, the Prague spring can be embedded in a
regularity of cycles of crisis that span eight decades (1918, 1938–9,
1945, 1948, 1968, 1968–9, 1989–90, and 1992) of ‘uninterrupted revo-
lution’. Each date seems to constitute a brutal rupture with the past, but
nevertheless maintains crucial continuities with it. Czechoslovak politics
can be characterised in terms of an extraordinary toing and froing of
political and social lives that generally took on a revolutionary charac-
ter.35 Subjectively, the Prague spring was the result of a gradual awaken-
ing of society, a sort of creeping opening of the hidden sphere. In a specific
way, the Prague spring was not the beginning but the ‘final act of a long
drama originally played out chiefly in the theatre of the spirit and the
conscience of society. And that somewhere at the beginning of this
drama, there were individuals who were willing to live within the truth,
even when things were at their worst . . . One thing, however, seems clear:
the attempt at political reform was not the cause of society’s reawakening,
but rather the final outcome of that reawakening.’36

Indeed, the creeping discontent had an important influence on the
regime-initiated outbreak of the crisis. When Alexander Dubček replaced
Antonı́n Novotný as the leader of the communist party in January
1968, Czechoslovak society remained apathetic.37 Despite a significant

33 Ekiert, The State Against Society, 158.
34 François Fejtö and Jacques Rupnik, eds., Le printemps tchécoslovaque 1968 (Paris:

Editions Complexes, 1999), 127–34.
35 Gordon Skilling, ‘1968. Une révolution interrompue’, in Fejtö and Rupnik, Le printemps

tchécoslovaque 1968, 285–8.
36 Václav Havel, ‘The Power of the Powerless’, in John Keane, ed., The Power of the

Powerless: Citizens Against the State in Eastern Europe (London: Hutchinson, 1985), 43.
37 Ekiert, The State Against Society, 138–44.
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opening in the political opportunity structure and the emergence of
relatively unconstrained public space, the institutional structure of the
Czechoslovak regime remained almost intact and the reform movement
was channelled through existing institutional structures. Yet, after the
abolition of censorship in May 1968, Czechoslovakia experienced an
explosion of information, and the press played a major role as a voice of
social criticism, stimulating political debates and establishing freedom of
opinion. As would become clear after the Soviet intervention, it was
primarily the cultural realm where spaces of freedom survived beyond
the military invasion and could be reframed as an integral part of the
European cultural tradition. The Soviet intervention in Czechoslovakia
on 21 August 1968 produced a strong resistance movement underpinned
by a spontaneous and deep solidarity of the overwhelming majority of the
population.38 Although the existence of a broad resistance movement was
not a foregone conclusion until the end of 21 August, small-scale events
such as the failure to disseminate intervention propaganda and the pro-
clamation of the Presidium of the Communist Party critical of the inter-
vention helped to shape initial public perceptions. The Presidium
proclamation, which declared the illegitimacy of the Soviet invasion,
gained political importance only through the spontaneous emergence of
a broad resistance movement. If much of the spontaneous popular mobi-
lisation between 21 and 27 August was symbolic, the bonding effect of
manifestations of solidarity invigorated personal responsibility and
friendly relationships in society where the absence of dissenters brought
pride and satisfaction in a common enterprise. Thus, the capitulation of
the reform movement before the military repression gave rise to the
strongest formulation of an alternative and meaningful way of living.
The symbol of protest against humiliation by Soviet power became Jan
Palach’s self-immolation in Václav Square in January 1969. Although
Palach’s example could not be followed, nor had he exactly been a victim
of communist repression, this great ethical act of martyrdom would be
commemorated in massive spontaneous demonstrations in January
1989.39 Despite the marginalisation of Charter 77, for many people the
symbolic markers of national protest against humiliation were crucial for
making 1989 the fulfilment of the Prague spring.

38 F. H. Eidlin, The Logic of ‘Normalization’: The Soviet Intervention in Czechoslovakia of 21
August 1968 and the Czechoslovak Response (New York: Columbia University Press,
1980), 93–156.

39 Padraic Kenney, A Carnival of Revolution: Central Europe 1989 (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2002), 244–9.
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The Polish self-limiting revolution began in the strike movement in July
and August 1980 and finished with the proclamation of martial law in
December 1981.40 It was both the culmination point of a previous cycle
of crises and the prelude to the round-table negotiations between the
Polish communist party and the Solidarność trade union in early 1989.
A complex cycle of crises since at least 1956 had resulted in a gradual but
far from inevitable convergence of different forces in society, united in
dissidence and solidarity against the communist state.41 Initially, the
Polish intelligentsia had not opposed communism but had supported
communist authorities – more for patriotic than ideological reasons – in
an effort to rebuild a devastated country. Even though the cycle of
political crises of 1956, 1968, 1970, and 1976 did not create authority
vacuums such as in Hungary in 1956 or in Poland itself in 1980, they had
an ‘after-life’, which nurtured oppositional activity and resistance with a
powerful symbolic repertoire.42 The emergence of the Solidarność trade
union enlarged an already existing counter-public. The massive drop in
party membership and the membership of nearly 10 million Poles in
Solidarność intimated a situation of dual sovereignty.43 The power of
symbols against communism owed its emergence not to an anarchical
mentality but to the cautious and unpredictable forging of an alliance
between originally diverging sectors of society such as leftist intellectuals,
the Catholic Church, and the workers. Still, the initiation of an important
strike movement in Gdańsk and Szczecziń in July 1980 was not inevi-
table. Although the election of Karol Wojtyła as Pope John Paul II in
October 1978 was not the source of the broad movement that brought
Solidarność into being, his first pilgrimage to Poland in June 1979
became the dress rehearsal in terms of spiritual mobilisation of Polish
society. Organising this visit without the help of the authorities, some
10 million Poles attended outdoor celebrations, reclaiming individual
dignity and spiritual liberty, but also experiencing a collective spirit of
mobilisation and empowerment.

The Polish revolution was not primarily a matter of setting the ‘micro’
level of society against the ‘macro’ dimension of the state. Solidarność’s

40 Jadwiga Staniszkis, Poland’s Self-Limiting Revolution (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1984).

41 Neil Ascherson, The Polish August: The Self-Limiting Revolution (London: Penguin,
1981); Timothy Garton Ash, The Polish Revolution: Solidarity (London: Granta Books,
1991).

42 See Jane Curry and Luba Fajfer, Poland’s Permanent Revolution (Washington, DC:
American University Press, 1996).

43 In Poland, the number of party members declined from nearly 3.1 million in 1980 to
approximately 2.7 million in 1981 and to some 2.1 million in 1984, then remaining
relatively stable up to 1988; see Ekiert, The State Against Society, 50, 85, and 318.
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emergence bridged the gap between ‘micro’ and ‘macro’, being the
moment ‘when individuals, brought up in the totalitarian situation,
were able to overcome their own moral indifference to society and to
themselves’.44 The spirit of collective action was continued in the ‘long
march’ between 1982 and 1988 through the underground under condi-
tions of illegality and social atomisation. The link between individual
destiny and collective identity was expressed by the dissident Adam
Michnik in a letter to the minister of interior, General Kiszczak, who
had been responsible for the proclamation of martial law. ‘For me,
General, prison is not such a painful punishment. On that December
night it was not I who was condemned but freedom: it is not I who is being
held prisoner but Poland.’45

The articulation of dissidence

The different symbolisations of revolutionary experiences converged on
various forms of resistance, which can be seen as the experiential basis of
dissidence. It is difficult to ‘measure’ dissidence comparatively according
to the kind and degree of political freedom and the specific forms of
dissidence achieved. Rather, it has to be appreciated with regard to the
sociopolitical background against which it arose. What could be an
astoundingly free act in Romania’s ethnocentric and paranoid dictator-
ship could be seen as insignificant in the enlightened despotism of Kádár.
The Prague spring caused much excitement in the Baltic republics, where
the incidence of individual acts of defiance such as raising the national
flag increased.46 Along with the relative openness of Yugoslavia and its
citizens’ interest in the West came exchanges with central Europe, which
both reinforced a sense of Yugoslavia’s material superiority over central
Europe and strengthened patriotic feelings domestically. By contrast,
Soviet citizens, Albanians, Czechs, and East Germans were far less
mobile, to the point of being prevented from any contact with the West.
Based on geography, geopolitical factors, and the practical absence of an
intellectual emigration, for instance, Bulgaria’s objective isolation was
intensified by feelings of being overlooked and forsaken. In this context,
even the illusion of the Hungarian writer György Konrád’s appeal to the

44 Jadwiga Staniszkis, The Dynamics of the Breakthrough in Eastern Europe: The Polish
Experience (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991), 237.

45 Adam Michnik, Polnischer Frieden. Aufsätze zur Konzeption des Widerstandes, ed. Helga
Hirsch (Berlin: Rotbuch Verlag, 1985), 68.

46 Stanley Vardys and Judith Sedaitis, Lithuania: The Rebel Nation (Boulder: Westview
Press, 1997), 85.
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‘international intellectual aristocracy’ of Europe and the West seems
pretentious and inconceivable.47

Although images from the ‘West’ were influential in shaping percep-
tions of often idealised images of democracy as ‘total’ freedom, the
emergence of dissidence was not predetermined by enlightened individ-
uals who espoused systemic alternatives such as liberal democracy or
market capitalism but was forged in performative dramatic action. A
comparison between the death of Tito in spring of 1980 and the rise of
Solidarność in the summer of 1980 indicates the dramatic conjuncture
that would foster the unity of the nation in Poland and accelerate the
fragmentation of the Yugoslav federation. While Poland was ethnically
the most homogeneous country in the Eastern bloc, Yugoslavia was a
multi-ethnic federation composed of six federal regions, one of which
(Serbia) contained two autonomous provinces (Vojvodina and Kosovo)
as of 1974. Moreover, the establishment of communist rule in each
country had followed two entirely different paths. Not only were
Polish–Russian relations historically very conflict-ridden, but also the
war in 1920 and the non-aggression pact between Germany and the
Soviet Union in August 1939, with the ensuing occupation of eastern
Poland by Soviet forces, had already presaged Stalin’s post-war Soviet
policy. Aiming for a completely dependent communist party-regime in a
country that had been exhausted by a particularly devastating occupa-
tion, Stalin neither supported the Warsaw uprising nor did he want
simply a friendly government in Poland as he used to declare. The
imposition of Soviet rule in Poland allowed for hardly any manifestation
of national independence or self-affirmation.

Conversely, the seeds of dissidence in the communist bloc can be seen
in the wide-reaching political impact of the split between Stalin and Tito,
when Yugoslavia was excluded from the Cominform in 1948. Under the
impression of the emerging totalitarian paradigm, many Western observ-
ers judged Tito’s conflict with Stalin as a sign of emerging political
pluralism in Yugoslavia and Stalin’s reaction as an act of aggression
against Tito. However, this was to underestimate the degree to which
Tito’s administrative centralisation, the monopolisation of party leader-
ship, and the domestic form of revolutionary terror had been very
Stalinist in nature.48 The strong presence of pro-Stalin Cominformists

47 Maria Todorova, ‘Improbable Maverick or Typical Conformist? Seven Thoughts on the
New Bulgaria’, in Ivo Banac, ed., Eastern Europe in Revolution (Ithaca and London:
Cornell University Press, 1992), 161.

48 Ivo Banac, With Stalin Against Tito: Cominformist Splits in Yugoslav Communism (Ithaca
and London: Cornell University Press, 1988), 257.
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in Yugoslavia was also a sign of Serbian resistance against Tito’s leader-
ship. As this first case of ‘national communism’ suggests, dissidence
relied upon a sense of patriotism and the concern for balancing power
relations between different nationalities by reinforcing Stalinism as an
image of the ‘enemy outside’.

Tito’s death not only left a void of political authority but also symbol-
ised the loss of meaning of the post-war Yugoslav order. Shortly after his
death on 4 May 1980, a funeral ritual was arranged that was intended to
guarantee the transferral of symbolic power from Tito’s dead body to the
symbol of the Yugoslav flag.49 This funeral was significant in so far as it
externalised the great emotion in large parts of the population.50 Yet such
emotions also allowed rival memories about the civil war between 1941
and 1945 to resurface. The Balkans had been the stage of a recurrent
tragic ‘play’ of minorities and majorities, of victims and perpetrators. The
roles of minority and majority were reshuffled anew in endless combina-
tions and coalitions, creating an atmosphere of insecurity in which every-
body could become a victim. During the ceremonies, many national, not
Yugoslav, folksongs were sung, while too many wreaths carried inscrip-
tions that read ‘Croatian’ or ‘Serbian’ and not ‘Yugoslav’. The issue of the
flag, however, seems crucial. The efforts to substitute the Yugoslav flag
for Tito’s body as the symbol of continuity backfired. Rather than divorce
the physical from the symbolical body, the two were not only in proximity
but in direct contact. On the coffin’s last journey, with the Yugoslav flag
draped over it, tens of thousands at the funeral and millions of television
spectators had the impression that it was not a body but the Yugoslav flag
as the symbol of the country that was slowly going towards its tomb.
Tito’s funeral as a symbolic event strongly weakened the internationalist
mythology embodied by Tito and reinforced the latent resurgence of
nationalist aspirations.

Solidarność in Poland generated a mentality of eschatological relativ-
ism that did not refer to the current state or present-day concerns but
anticipated a condition of full freedom. It connected the spiritual revival
of individuals and their self-realisation with romantic myths of a collective
revival of the nation, identical with the recovery of independence and,
consequently, with the reconstruction of society.51 The intensity of

49 Maja Brkljacic, ‘A Case of a Very Difficult Transition: The Ritual of the Funeral of Josip
Broz Tito’, Limen No.1, http://limen.mmc.hr/limen1-2001/maja_brkljacic.html, 1–7.

50 It is reported that from Kragujevac – a middle-sized city in Serbia which experienced a
Nazi pogrom in the Second World War – alone an estimated 120,000 letters arrived
which were sent to Ljubljana (Brkljacic, ‘A Case of a Very Difficult Transition’, 2).

51 Sergiusz Kowalski, Krytyka solidarnosciowego rozumu (Warsaw: Wydawnictwo PEN,
1990), 76.
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emotions in the months between August 1980 and December 1981 trans-
lated into the generation of new symbols. The primary symbol created
in the Polish summer of 1980 was the red slogan ‘Solidarność’. The
spirit of Poland’s self-limiting revolution in 1980 and 1981 was not ‘How
can the system of power be reformed?’, but ‘How can one defend oneself
from the system?’52 This convergence of Polish society against and outside
the communist state came down to breaching the humiliation imposed
by communist rule.

The proclamation of martial law in December 1981 reinforced the
perception of victimhood and humiliation, as society was turned again
into an object of power politics. Although organisationally bruised and
illegal after 1981, Solidarność maintained an overwhelming symbolic
presence in terms of flags, slogans, plaques, and flower crosses which
maintained the memory of suffering and promised the expected resur-
rection of the trade union. Despite martial law and the imprisonment of
its leadership, Solidarność as a ‘monolithic collective subject’53 was
maintained through individual life-conduct on a social scale, which was
committed to pursuing the meanings and aspirations of the trade union
movement.

The we-image of Solidarność as a collective subject survived the period
of martial law because it was preserved through the individual I-images of
the leaders of Solidarność and the Polish people. Despite being held
accountable for the bad economic situation, Solidarność continued to
enjoy a high moral reputation, which was maintained through regular
decentralised gatherings in the multiplicity of secret communities in the
hidden sphere, under the shelter of the Catholic Church. Although Polish
society was largely demobilised in early 1989, the symbols of Solidarność
were decisive for bringing about the round-table negotiations. As a com-
munitas experience, these talks reversed the antagonism between ‘us’ and
‘them’ that was so vital for the emergence of Solidarność in 1980.

As the previous discussion has shown, dissidence was not coterminous
with national revolutions. The constitution of subjectivity was not simply
about replacing communist ideology with national symbols or the rhet-
oric of Western democracy. In East Germany, for instance, an elaborate
set of anti-fascist mythologies could not make up for the country’s lack of
a national identity. The formalisation of national Stalinism in Romania
was a complex process where political opportunities merged with cultural
specificities. State power in Romania united Bolshevik practices with an

52 Quoted in Harald Wydra, Continuities in Poland’s Permanent Transition (Basingstoke:
Macmillan, 2001), 34.

53 This term was coined by Jerzy Szacki.
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already existing state-centred nationalism and a strongly bureaucratised
state. Based on an increased concentration of national values and sym-
bols, the monolithic party-state produced a monolithic nation.54 The
initially marginalised communist party had relied, perhaps more than
any other party, on Stalinist help in its Bolshevisation and in assuming
power.55 The result was a monolithic bureaucratic nationalism, where
manifestations of national sentiments against Soviet communism would
be absorbed in the specifically Romanian form of Marxism-Leninism.
While the new Soviet leadership tolerated and promoted new directions
in the politics of its satellites, Romania embarked upon National
Stalinism, culminating in the political trial of Lucreţiu Pătrăşcanu in
1954. Severely confused, traumatised, and outraged after the Twentieth
Congress of the CPSU, the Romanian communist leaders reacted with
deep distrust towards Khrushchev. The low degree of resistance to the
Ceauşescu regime during the communist period was largely due to the fact
that the regime successfully integrated national identity into the very
foundation of communist rule.

Although the social transformations after 1953 increased levels of
education, changed patterns of social mobility, and led to growing
urbanisation and thus transformed modest cleavages under Stalin into
substantial ones in the early 1980s, the magnitude of value changes
should not cause us to underestimate the thrust for reform even in the
late Stalin years.56 In the Soviet Union, the desire for change in this period
was not dissimilar to that at the end of the Brezhnev era. Similarly, the
reconstruction of the cult of the Great Fatherland War was a ritualised
symbol of national pride during the time of stagnation.57 Simultaneously,
from 1956 onwards a transformation in the communicative context –
although vague, limited, or contradictory – took place, which was medi-
ated by the focus on democracy and socialist legality as virtues to be
recaptured in their proposed return to ‘Leninist principles’.58

Soviet dissent had a tragic history, as it remained scattered and its
immediate demands were frustrated, whereas the Poles could claim that

54 Katherine Verdery, National Ideology Under Socialism: Identity and Cultural Politics in
Ceausescu’s Romania (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991), 314–15.

55 Vladimir Tismaneanu, Stalinism for All Seasons: A Political History of Romanian
Communism (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003), 144.

56 Donna Bahry, ‘Society Transformed? Rethinking the Social Roots of Perestroika’, Slavic
Review, 52, 3 (1993), 512–54.

57 Nina Tumarkin, The Living and the Dead: The Rise and Fall of the Cult of World War II in
Russia (New York: Basic Books, 1994), 133.

58 Urban et al., The Rebirth of Politics in Russia, 36.
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dissidence was the normality rather than the exception.59 Apart from the
early ideologically motivated dissidence of party leaders fallen into dis-
grace such as Trotsky, poets and writers such as Osip Mandelstam, Isaak
Babel, and Anna Akhmatova but also Mikhail Bulgakov and Boris
Pasternak remained consistent voices of liberty, often calculating the
risk of being deported or killed. In Mandelstam’s words, poetry is
respected only in Russia, as there is no other place where more people
are killed for it.60 Bolsheviks such as Bukharin warned Stalin that poets
are always right because history is on their side.61 Rare attempts at speak-
ing the truth during the Great Terror occurred even in the regional top
hierarchy. At a meeting of the Central Committee in October 1937, the
first secretary of the Kursk regional committee of the communist party,
Peskarev, criticised in the presence of Stalin the condemnation of some
87,000 innocent people within three years on the grounds of unlawful
acts.62

The extermination of a large part of the peasantry and intellectual elite
in Ukraine entailed the division of each individual’s personality because,
although the struggle had to be waged in the outer world, it also
‘destroyed the human soul’.63 Similarly, communist practices of disci-
pline and surveillance provoked a peculiar game of self-stigmatisation,
where individuals would respond to pressure by dissimulation and self-
censorship. Testimony from show trials in eastern Europe such as in Brno
in 1952 suggested the experience of the ‘doubling of the self’.64 While the
post-totalitarian system renounced Stalin’s terror, the new trend towards
socialist legality maintained the principle of identification of the enemy as
the authorities replaced strategies of despotism with those of penetration.
The creation of spaces of freedom made life and choices about existence
easier but also blurred the distinction between compromises that had to
be accepted.65 Ideologically, the original source of political discourse

59 Ludmilla Alexeyeva, Soviet Dissent: Contemporary Movements for National, Religious, and
Human Rights (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 1987), 449; Jacek Kuroń
and Jacek Żakowski, PRL dla początkujących (Wrocław: Wydawnictwo dolnośląskie,
1995), 147.

60 Nadezhda Mandelstam, Hope Against Hope: A Memoir (New York: Atheneum, 1970),
159.

61 Vitaly Shentalinsky, The KGB’s Literary Archive (London: Harvill Press, 1997), 183.
62 Peskarev was arrested in September 1938 and shot in March 1939; see Izvestiya,

8 February 2001, 9.
63 Jurij Lawrynenko, ‘The Literature of Borderline Situations’, in Tyrmand, Kultura Essays,

198–210.
64 Karel Bartosek, ‘Europe centrale et du Sud-Est’, in Stéphane Courtois et al., eds., Le livre

noir du communisme (Paris: Robert Laffont, 1997), 448.
65 Agnes Horváth and Arpad Szakolczai, The Dissolution of Communist Power: The Case of

Hungary (London: Routledge, 1992), 217.
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dissenting from the correct line was not based on a theoretical model of a
class of intellectuals or an underlying ‘civil society’. Rather, it was articu-
lated in the frame of the dominant state ideology, Marxism. Marxism was
not only dominant as the official state ideology but, as a radical critique,
also became the only possible language in which to articulate critical
intellectual discourse. This combination entailed the paradoxical conse-
quence that, to be considered seriously, reform attempts had to be for-
mulated in a Marxist idiom. In this logic, Stalinism appeared as a
distortion of the ‘good’ Lenin and the ‘modest’ Marx. Only a few others –
such as Leszek Kołakowski in Poland or Milovan Djilas in Yugoslavia –
succeeded in shaping their dissent in terms of a ‘creative Marxism’, which
would be lucid about Marxism’s ideological shortcomings.66

The restructuring of Soviet society intensified the ritualisation of polit-
ical life as well as the consolidation of practices of social control.67

Although concrete daily repression in the Soviet Union subsided after
the 1950s, the KGB remained a major symbol of intimidation and terror
with a considerable impact on social control.68 The post-Stalin era
brought about a further dissimulative split in the behaviour of typical
Soviet citizens, making the switching of faces a ritualised skill. One
could sit at a Komsomol meeting and raise one’s arm in a ritualised
vote without reflection, while being immersed in reading Alexander
Solzhenitsyn.69 This is why the most lasting and dangerous impact of
communism is to be expected at the level of the depth of personality.70

Although one might argue that quite soon a new generation of individuals
will come into politics with no personal experience of the Soviet regime,
the momentous task is one of a social and cultural dimension.
Dissimulation became a major mechanism for people in Soviet-type
states, who had to cope with the pressure of an omnipresent party-state
on private and social life. Dissimulation became a strategy for interaction
with the regime, aiming to respond to fear and subordination but also to
develop spaces for privacy. The sphere of Soviet privacy originated in
dissimulation, unlike its counterpart in the West. Therefore, the meaning
of statements that use the phrase chastnaia zhizn (a rough equivalent of

66 Milovan Djilas, Fall of the New Class: A History of Communism’s Self-Destruction (New
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1998), 260.

67 Oleg Kharkhordin, The Collective and the Individual in Russia: A Study of Practices
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999), 279–82.

68 Donna Bahry and Brian Silver, ‘Intimidation and the Symbolic Uses of Terror in the
USSR’, American Political Science Review, 81, 4 (1987), 1067.

69 Kharkhordin, The Collective and the Individual, 278.
70 Horváth and Szakolczai, The Dissolution of Communist Power, 217.
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‘private life’ in English) in Russian may be radically different from those
in English or French.71

The key role of Marxism as a language of regime criticism made radical
dissent within the political arena almost impossible. The dividing line in
communist societies ran not between state and society but right through
individual subjects who practised dissimulation, self-stigmatisation, and
self-censorship. While the ritualisation of life under communism replaced
open resistance with informal networks, subcultures, and friendships, it
also promoted acquiescence and the silent complicity of regime critics
with the official externality. Inclusion and exclusion denoted specific
techniques applied by communist authorities in order to sanction non-
compliance, or to achieve compliance and support legitimacy.72 The
practices of dissimulation and the strong interpenetration of communist
party logic made intellectuals barely distinct from the state bureaucracy.

Western perceptions of resistance to communism oscillated between
open fascination and disbelief. They exalted the resistance movements in
the revolutionary upheavals for their courage but also criticised them for
their politically naı̈ve stance and the absence of a clear political pro-
gramme for an alternative to communist power. The deliberate choice
to withdraw from politics and not to seek political opportunities would
keep dissident literature more charming than politically efficient and
make of ‘civil society’ a ‘private society’. Its ethical individualism failed
to propose an alternative political model and to rally scattered individuals
around a forceful idea for political reform.73

Dissidence was a way of circumventing the strategy applied by com-
munist authorities. Going beyond a stereotypical distinction between ‘us’
and ‘them’, the important step was to recognise that dissident intellec-
tuals themselves had assimilated behaviour patterns and attitudes they
identified in the communists. Dissidents excluded themselves from the
process of carrots and sticks in order to achieve the integration of sub-
jectivity, personality, and human dignity. Dissidence implied detachment
and extrication from oppression with a view to totalising tendencies in any
area of human activity. At the same time, however, the discourse of
‘ethical civil society’ was not a hermetically isolated self-referential dis-
course in a ‘society against the state’ scenario. Rather, it was nurtured by
the idea of the self-constitution of subjects on the basis of constitutive

71 Kharkhordin, The Collective and the Individual, 357–8.
72 Ken Jowitt, ‘An Organizational Approach to the Study of Political Culture in Marxist-

Leninist Systems’, American Political Science Review, 68, 3 (1974), 1183–4.
73 G. M. Tamás, ‘The Legacy of Dissent’, in Vladimir Tismaneanu, ed., The Revolutions of

1989 (London and New York: Routledge, 1999), 196–7.
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principles that were beyond the immanence of the world of really existing
socialism.74 The revolutionary Polish Solidarność movement, for
instance, was guided by a deliberate non-engagement in political reform,
aiming instead at the subjectivisation (podmiotowość) of Polish society. In
the economically more ‘liberal’ Hungary, dissidents did not want to
reform the system politically but responded to an existential threat with
a ‘total’ existential strategy. In the words of György Konrád, the
Hungarian writer and dissident, the relationship between anti-politics
and politics corresponded to that between two mountains. The absolute
detachment between these two spheres would continue even if sympa-
thetic individuals or friends were to form a new government.75 In Havel’s
definition, ‘living within the lie can constitute the system only if it is
universal. The principle must embrace and permeate everything. There
are no terms whatsoever on which it can coexist with living within the
truth, and therefore everyone who steps out of line denies it in principle
and threatens it in its entirety.’76

The power of the powerless

The suppression of the revolutions in 1956, in 1968, and in 1981 showed
the impossibility of altering the Yalta system from inside east central
Europe by means of dynamic, uncontrolled mass movements.77 In
György Konrád’s view, the re-establishment of freedom required the
moral force of an ethics of non-violence that could overcome this power
only if it renounced any arrangement with it, i.e. also dispensed with the
physical guarantees of power.78 The particular strength of east Europeans
consisted in handling internal paradoxes more flexibly, in taking pleasure
in diversity, in knowing how to convert differences into creative tension,
and in understanding and loving other cultures. The new way of life
envisaged by the ethics of non-violence was not drawn by a beautiful
alternative political model but generated from the socially experienced
existential tension of coping with the constant assault on the basics of
human coexistence.

The continuous humiliation and the tediousness of daily life could be
overcome only by developing a dignified and meaningful life-conduct in
the second, ‘hidden sphere’. Dissidence implied a choice of an option
alternative to the ritualised distortion of reality practices imposed by

74 Jeffrey C. Isaac, Democracy in Dark Times (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press,
1998).

75 Konrád, Antipolitics, 231. 76 Havel, ‘The Power of the Powerless’, 40.
77 Konrád, Antipolitics, 70. 78 Konrád, Antipolitics, 92–113.
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communism. ‘Under the orderly surface of the life of lies . . . there slum-
bers the hidden sphere of life in its real aims . . . The singular, explosive,
incalculable political power of living within the truth resides in the fact
that living openly within the truth has an ally, invisible to be sure, but
omnipresent: this hidden sphere.’79 Yet, the hidden sphere as a spiritual
area for the constitution of subjectivity did not originate from an innate
tendency towards informality but had its roots in a particularly severe
social control such as in Czechoslovakia. Havel’s truth-teller is there to
disclose the central feature of communism, which was to deny existing
reality and to trade the imaginary for the real. If a greengrocer hangs a sign
in his shop window calling for the workers of the world to unite, the
meaning of the action is ritualistic. The greengrocer shows through his
slogan that he adheres to the rules of the system out of fear, showing the
illusion of an identity.

Dissidence was not systemic ‘democratic opposition’, where a well-
defined group or class in society would pursue well-established policy
goals.80 It was an existential option for detachment from practices of
Soviet power, which aimed to disclose the confusion of power, the humil-
iation of human beings, and the atomisation of social life. According to
Václav Havel, even the most beautiful alternative political model could
not inspire political instincts. Rather, the real sphere of potential politics
in the post-totalitarian system was in the ‘continuing and cruel tension
between the complex demands of that system and the aims of life, that is,
the elementary need of human beings to live, to a certain extent at least, in
harmony with themselves, that is, to live in a bearable way, not to be
humiliated by the superiors and officials, not to be continually watched by
the police, to be able to express themselves freely, to find an outlet for
their creativity, to enjoy legal security, and so on.’81

The bureaucratic repression had not only shown that the emperor had
no clothes but also made clear that the true endeavour to be accomplished
was a life in truth, an attempt to save the dignity and identity of the subject
in the absurd world of post-totalitarianism. The articulation of dissi-
dence, therefore, must not be mistaken for a political culture of accom-
modation based on an inherent rationality with a view to the outcome of
‘liberal democracy’. One must not confuse the undoubtedly influential
image of democracy as an urgent hope that permeated politics of dissi-
dence with the yardstick of liberal democracy as an institutionalised logic.

79 Havel, ‘The Power of the Powerless’, 57.
80 Aviezer Tucker, The Philosophy and Politics of Czech Dissidence from Patocka to Havel

(Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2000), 115–17.
81 Havel, ‘The Power of the Powerless’, 51–2.
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In a similar vein, the opposition between state and ‘civil society’ does not
seem entirely appropriate. The social significance of dissidence does not
rest upon the numbers of people involved. In the categories of an open
political system, the confrontation between 1,000 Chartists dedicated to
life in truth and the impressive Soviet military machine would have
appeared hopeless politically. In the situation of the existential resistance
in the post-totalitarian system, this confrontation appears in a fundamen-
tally different light.82

Dissidence should be seen primarily as an existential answer of
denouncing the violent nature of the existing system. The ‘power of the
powerless’ was not an ideology, even less a utopia, but a form of life-
conduct detached from the official sphere and relying upon informal
networks of emotional community that remained relatively resistant to
communist manipulation. In the phase of late communism, dissidence
became synonymous with groups of persons forming pockets of society
that actively or passively resisted communist rules. Dissidence embodied
an attempt at existential representation of the people without the claim to
represent them in a system of constituted power. In terms of ‘method’, it
is a movement of detachment from the workings and the rationale of a
political reality that permeates all spheres of public and private life.
Dissidence modelled political reality in so far as it promoted a new
consciousness with the goal of moral regeneration, claiming to create a
new way of life.

The ‘return to Europe’ was undoubtedly one of the central symbolic
markers of the annus mirabilis 1989. The penetration of images of
Western modes of life and values and their acceptance in eastern
Europe played an important role in disengaging citizens from the con-
tagion of communist symbolism. The long-term habit in many countries
of seeing themselves not in the category of eastern Europe but in that of
the West was reinforced by the availability of commodities and the
recognition of anything from the West as infinitely better than something
from the East. Yet the feeling of being abandoned by the West gave rise to
symbolisations of cultural spaces. Reflecting a long-standing tradition of
self-inclusion in the Western type of civilisation, Milan Kundera claimed
in 1984 that central Europe as a cultural space had been kidnapped by the
barbaric and uncivilised Russian East.83 Thus, the symbolism of the West
was not simply a value equivalent to liberal democracy or market capital-
ism. Quite the opposite: Western life-styles come also to be of pragmatic

82 Havel, ‘The Power of the Powerless’, 44.
83 Milan Kundera, ‘The Tragedy of Central Europe’, New York Review of Books, 26 April

1984.
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significance not only for regime critics but also for communist authorities
attempting to restore their own legitimacy. The millions of Yugoslavs
who went abroad in the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s were not economic or
political emigrants but instead simply wanted to spend their money
there.84 For many Poles, the real moments of freedom dated back to
Gierek’s economic miracle on credits, when a short-term consumer boom
in the early 1970s brought many commodities from the West into the
country and partly free travel became available. This influx of Western
goods led dissidents to feel that the communists had effectively bought
the Poles.

A critic might well argue against the political relevance of dissidence, as
it was not directed at political reform, let alone revolution. According to
Albert Hirschman’s well-known paradigm of exit and voice, realistic
options for physical exit from a system of organisation such as a state
reduce the articulation of voice. From this perspective, the year 1989 in
the German Democratic Republic saw a fruitful synergy between exit and
voice.85 The failure to voice political reforms in 1956, in 1968, or in the
cycles of crises in Poland’s permanent revolution altered the character of
the original option. Dissidence presupposed renouncing physical exit but
demanded that one combine voice with spiritual exit from society. In
other words, it voiced exit as an existential choice to abandon the tangled
web of communist social order through individual life-conduct and defi-
ance at the personal level. Rather than formulating alternatives in abstract
terms of an antagonism between Western liberalism and collectivist
communism, the politics of anti-politics was an existential response to
life realities and power structures in specific countries. By separating ‘us’
from ‘them’, the actors of anti-politics did not seek to prescribe their
ideology for the purpose of political reform but claimed a self-conscious
exclusion from the moral corruption of communism. During the 1960s
and 1970s, the number of non-conformist associations and dissident
groups increased considerably, opening up spaces of liberty from state
authorities in some areas of individual, social, and cultural life. The
dynamic growth of dissident movements materialised in counter-publics,
‘second’ economies, or ‘second’ societies.86 If the foundation of communist
power was based on the surveillance of the individual by the collective,
overcoming this double bind meant to exclude oneself from the collective.

84 Slavenka Drakulić, Café Europa (London: Abacus, 1996), 16.
85 Albert O. Hirschman, ‘Exit, Voice, and the Fate of the German Democratic Republic: An

Essay in Conceptual History’, World Politics, 45 (1993), 173–202.
86 Gordon Skilling, Samizdat and an Independent Society in Central and Eastern Europe

(Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1989).
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While the presence of Soviet military power stifled the voice of dissidence,
this very military power and its violence were at the roots of non-violent
strategies. Gorbachev’s commitment to non-violence (nye streliat) was not
simply the guiding idea of a policy of non-intervention by the Soviet Union,
but had its very social foundations in the lessons of de-Stalinisation and the
violent invasions of Hungary and Czechoslovakia.

If the articulation of voice is limited to the public arena, one under-
emphasises the role of the hidden sphere for inspiring changes in life-
conduct. Although people were deprived of a public arena for political
voice, nevertheless the power of voice was articulated through infra-
politics in the hidden sphere. As James Scott has suggested, politics is
not just about openly declared dominance and revolt, but also about the
‘disguised, low-profile, undeclared’ resistance of subordinate groups.87

Between quiescence and revolt, there is a complex reality of infrapolitics,
i.e. negotiations and interplay between the public and the hidden tran-
script.88 The public transcript reflects existing relations between domi-
nant elites and subordinates. Out of prudence or fear, the latter’s public
performance will usually be – with rare exceptions – aimed at complying
with the expectations of the powerful. The hidden transcript, by contrast,
consists of speeches, gestures, and practices that occur offstage and defy
the consensus of existing power relations established in the public tran-
script, thus contradicting or inflecting it. Produced for a different audi-
ence and under different constraints of power from the public transcript,
the hidden transcript assumes the form of political struggle when frontal
assaults are impossible or highly unlikely to succeed. From this perspec-
tive, it seems more accurate to see the realities of power not as straightfor-
ward division between state and society, between the powerful and the
subordinate, but rather to acknowledge a tension between compliance
and the potential of acts of resistance. Thus, the deference and consent to
domination may only be a preliminary form of subversion. Breaking the
silence by the publication of a hidden transcript is not only a psycholog-
ical release for the one who speaks on behalf of others; it is also a moment
of political electricity.

The compulsory emigration of Solzhenitsyn, for instance, was not due
to this power position but rested on his writings that were a ‘dreadful well-
spring of truth’ with the risk of ‘incalculable transformations in social
consciousness’, which in turn might one day produce political debacles

87 James Scott, Domination and the Art of Resistance (New Haven and London: Yale
University Press, 1990), 198–9.

88 Scott, Domination and the Art of Resistance, 2–5.
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unpredictable in their consequences.89 What the Soviet authorities feared
was the potentially explosive situation if the hidden transcripts became
public. Since the authorised publication of One Day in the Life of Ivan
Denisovich in 1962 as a way of discrediting the Stalin era, Solzhenitsyn’s
daring and clairvoyant criticism of the wretched history and inherent
instability of the Soviet system had been supported by hundreds of letters,
a fact that was important in drafting the manuscript of The Gulag
Archipelago.90 After the manuscript had been smuggled to the West, the
Politburo recognised the potentially subversive and politically dangerous
dimensions even outside the Soviet Union and decided to deport him
from the country without his consent. Similarly, Havel’s essay ‘The
Power of the Powerless’ was not a treatise destined to gather dust, but
had considerable impact on activists in other countries, making it polit-
ically more significant in Poland than in Czechoslovakia. For Zbigniew
Bujak, later a prominent Solidarność activist, the ultimate victories of
Solidarność and of Charter 77 were an astonishing fulfilment of the prophe-
cies and knowledge contained in Havel’s essay, which reached Polish
workers in the Ursus factory in 1979 at a point when they felt they were
at the end of the road. ‘Reading it gave us the theoretical underpinnings
for our activity. It maintained our spirits; we did not give up, and a year
later, in August 1980 – it became clear that the party apparatus and the
factory management were afraid of us. We mattered. And the rank and
file saw us as leaders of the movement.’91

The option for a peaceful resistance even in countries such as
Czechoslovakia or the Soviet Union must have seemed utopian or hope-
lessly irrational. The demands of Solidarność in August 1980 must have
seemed absurd when judged with knowledge of the bloody suppression of
the workers’ revolt in Gdańsk in late 1970. A ‘realist’ perspective would
assume that non-violence is a strategy doomed to failure because it would
not threaten a system firmly rooted in repressive terror, military power,
and political ruthlessness. Yet, whereas Stalin’s rationale could be sum-
marised in his question about how many divisions the pope had, its logic
of totalising power prompted non-violent resistance as a ‘rational’
response. Non-violence was not based on autonomous preferences but
was a symbol in its own right, generated in the experiences of humiliation,
despair, and powerlessness. The communities of fate that had endured,

89 Havel, ‘The Power of the Powerless’, 42.
90 David Remnick, Resurrection: The Struggle for a New Russia (New York: Random House,

1997), 116–19.
91 Quoted in Abbot Gleason, Totalitarianism: The Inner History of the Cold War (Oxford:

Oxford University Press, 1995), 187–8.
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however, would face a diminished and corrupted communist power with
an attitude that had gained strength from the challenges; they felt empow-
ered to face the future undaunted.

The moral perfectionism of ethical individualism was criticised as a
retreat into the private realm, allied with irresponsibility to the social
cause. Yet dissidence appeared in different forms dependent on the shape
and penetration of society by communist power. While under Husak’s
normalisation regime individual moral codes prevailed over more socially
oriented ‘collective’ ideas of a parallel polis, in Poland the strongly political
meaning of society (społeczeństwo) made the socially inclusive idea of the
nation the focus of dissidence. Alexander Solzhenitsyn was writing from a
religious and Slavophile perspective when he exposed the cruelties of
systematic terror and the gulag concentration camps, while the eminent
scientist and human rights activist Andrei Sakharov became the symbol
of a more secular and Westernising critique of the Soviet system.92

Russian dissidence was heralded by some figures who constituted the
modern equivalent of the truth-telling holy fool. The Russian word for
truth has the double meaning of both scientific verity (pravda-istina) and
moral justice (pravda-spravedlivost). Dmitri Likhachev was an outstand-
ing and less well known pravednik (truth-teller) who emerged in the mid-
1980s when he became a part-time tutor on Russian cultural history to
Gorbachev and his wife Raisa. As a survivor of the gulag on Solovetsky
island, his suffering gave him moral authority, which he invested in
advocating the comprehensive recovery of the Russian cultural heritage
and opening up to the outside world. His urge to speak the truth to power
was obvious in his prominent role in the fight against the putsch of August
1991 as well as in his critique of Yeltsin’s war in Chechnya or in his appeal
to the Russian Orthodox Church to publicly acknowledge its complicity
with Soviet repression. Throughout the Soviet period, the face of a truth-
seeker was often hidden, as in a matryoshka, inside the outer face of power
that pursued presumably objective, scientific truth in the name of com-
munist propaganda.

Ethical individualism as a search for meaning in metaphysical truth did
not ‘cause’ the collapse of communism. Dissident thought and action
attacked the dehumanising basis of Soviet power not primarily on the
grounds of an innate moral urgency based on democratic individualism or
the rational insight in the universality of human dignity. Rather, this self-
declared anti-political defensive movement was highly political, as it
aimed to reconstitute the basics of genuine human life, searching for a

92 James Billington, Russia in Search of Itself (Washington, DC: Woodrow Wilson Center,
2004), 60–5.
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ground upon which to build a meaningful existence. The vision of a
Soviet bloc that would release those under its domination underempha-
sises the truly political character of dissidence, which aimed to engage the
public in a display of civic spirit. Rejecting the Jacobin–Bolshevik insur-
rectionist version of revolution, the articulation of dissidence and sub-
jectivisation of society can be seen as a civilising effort characterised by an
engaged citizenry.93 If communist rule was the existentially wholesale
invasion of the individual, the first and fundamental answer had to be
existential and individual as well. If the attack on the basis of human life
and dignity is total, then the reconstruction of life, dignity, and ethics
must be total as well.

To base a strategy of resistance against a powerful state apparatus on
the subjectivity of pursuing a truthful life was a risky enterprise. This
deliberate totality of the existential option to combat communism in the
‘hidden’ sphere was going against one’s own self-interest. The immense
investment of time in underground pursuits went at the expense of
developing professional careers or benefiting from some liberties such
as occasional travel to the West. Many dissidents served long prison
sentences, had to work in menial jobs, and/or were exposed to public
denigration and abuse in the official media. Most of all, there was perva-
sive uncertainty about the possible absurdity of one’s own resistance with
no guarantee whatsoever about a possible ‘success’. The complete unpre-
dictability of ‘success’ in terms of specific political changes, however, is
part of the existential solution of living within the truth. Firmly grounded
in their own identity, some people consider it worth risking the game of
change where the stakes are all or nothing.94 Its logic was not sacrificial
but rather self-sacrificial. Communicative interaction and performative
symbolism uncovered the sacrificial ‘inhuman’ logic of the collective
symbolism of communism. Although communism was perceived as the
‘enemy’, the aim was not the enemy’s annihilation but the creation of a
way of living that would set an example for others to follow.

93 Barbara Falk, The Dilemmas of Dissidence in East-Central Europe: Citizen Intellectuals and
Philosopher Kings (Budapest: Central European University Press, 2003).

94 Havel, ‘The Power of the Powerless’, 44.
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